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Abstract  
Qualitative interview data is commonly used in the field of social sciences as it involves collection of data between the interviewer 
and interviewee via verbal interaction. However, the issue of qualitative is mostly related to the validity and reliability of its data 
especially for inexperience researchers to perform a systematic procedure of conducting the interview session. A pilot test is also one 
of the procedures that need to be mastered by a researcher in collecting qualitative data as it may assists in the improvisation to the 
actual interview. The paper aims to describe the process of conducting the pilot test to determine the validity of the qualitative data 
for a study on factors related to learners’ satisfaction in blended learning English proficiency courses. Moreover, this study will also 
provide a better understanding on the importance of piloting interview instrument. The semi-structured interview was selected and 
tested on the first year undergraduates’ learners in English proficiency course. Based on the result of the pilot test, it showed that the 
instrument can be considered valid and reliable, and at the same time allowing opportunity for refinements and modifications in the 
research tool. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Abundant of studies have employed the qualitative method in 
the study and it has become a prominent method not only in 
social sciences but also in other fields. Although there are other 
types of research methods, however, looking at the purpose of 
this study, the researcher chose the qualitative interview as the 
data collection tool. It is most likely due to its aim to assists the 
researcher to collect in-depth analysis that may provide a 
clearer and more complete picture of the research findings. 
Qualitative method is used to investigate participants’ 
experiences, opinions and beliefs which at the same time the 
researcher will able to get more explanations that cannot be 
achieved during the administration of the quantitative method 
(Percy, Kostere, & Kostere, 2015). In addition, multiple views of 
experiences can be explored from the participants’ perspectives 
in this qualitative method since different participants’ have 
their views and beliefs. In this study, the researcher decided to 
use the qualitative method because it is the most suitable 
research design in answering the research questions as it would 
unfold the question of ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ from the first year 
undergraduates’ learning experiences in blended learning 
English proficiency course. Research design is seen as the 
blueprint that may answering to research objectives and 
research questions (Cooper & Schindler, 2014). Besides, by 
using the qualitative method, it is easier to control the pace of 
the interview session such as asking specific questions in order 
to elicit in-depth information from the participants.  
The issue of qualitative is mostly related to the validity and 
reliability of its data. An instrument would be considered a good 
measure when the data collection passes the tests of validity 
and reliability (Dikko, 2016). Validity is concerned on whether 
the research can be trusted as well as whether it is evaluating 
what it is supposed to evaluate (Zohrabi, 2013). In this regard, 
the quality of the interview instrument is vital because the 
conclusion of a research is subjected to the information 
obtained from the instrument. Meanwhile, in terms of reliability 
of the instrument, the data are subjective and in narrative form 
which might eventually cause difficulty for the analysis part. 
However, a research is considered reliable when there is the 
consistency of interview data and without bias, measure the 
concepts that it is supposed to measure (Sekaran & Bougie, 
2003). Therefore, both validity and reliability are critical in this 
study.  
Patton (1990) stated that the validity and reliability of the 
qualitative data is greatly depending on the researcher as 
he/she is expecting to be the main character in the interview 
session. In conducting the interview session, the researcher 
plays an important role to ensure that interviewees understand 
the questions asked and at the same time the researcher 
manages to get the data for the research questions. In 
conducting a study, a researcher is expected to design an outline 
of the methodology that can easily be followed with the 
concepts that can be measured and the methods chosen that 
adequately can perform the task (Dikko, 2016).  
A pilot test is conducted in any research with the aim to ensure 
that the validity is achieved. It is defined as a pre-test version of 
a research instrument before conducting the actual study 
(Majid, Othman, Mohamad, Lim, & Yusof, 2017; Teijlingen & 
Hundley, 2001). A number of authors have highlighted the 
importance in conducting the pilot test, i.e. it helps to detect any 
possible flaws at the early stage by identifying potential 
problems and areas which may require adjustments in the 
instrument (Dikko, 2016; Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001; Watson, 
Atkinson, & Rose, 2007) as well as in terms of added value and 
credibility into the research (van Wijk & Harrison, 2013). For 
the purpose of this study, the researcher opts to conduct a semi-
structured interview. While a structured interview is 
considered more formalized and also limited to the prepared 
set of questions, a semi-structured interview is more flexible in 
terms of changing the order of questions and for a more 
extensive follow-up participants’ responses. This form of 
interview is in moderate form as it is neither too rigid nor too 
open as it allows new questions if needed to be brought up 
during the interview session based on the answers given by the 
participant.  
 
Background of the Study  
Over the past years, a quite number of learner satisfaction 
instruments have been developed, created and applied in 
various contexts. In the context of this study, the learner 
satisfaction instrument is designed that focusing on whether 
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learners satisfied or dissatisfied with the blended learning 
approach while learning English language. Blended learning is 
an approach that provides a mixture of learning approaches 
that distinguishes itself from solely conventional type of 
learning of face-to-face or online learning. It is a combination of 
both approaches that serve to the strengths and weaknesses of 
each method of learning. Currently, learners in English 
Proficiency courses are plying this blended learning approach 
in learning English and it has been an accepted approach among 
instructors and learners. However, instructors of English 
proficiency course have identified innumerable issues while 
using this approach ranging from the low level of English 
proficiency among learners to the factors that may affect their 
satisfaction levels in learning English. In Universiti Utara 
Malaysia, which is the area covered by this study, the blended 
learning approach of learning has emerged since 2016 with the 
replacement of merely on face to face learning. In order to 
achieve the objectives of the study, the three semi-structured 
interviews were, thus, a try-out of the interview protocol that 
were developed for this study.  
An interview protocol that consists of a set of rules, guidelines 
and questions are prepared according to research objectives 
and designed before the actual interview session. It is important 
to have an interview guide prepared for the researcher to 
remain in control of the directions in the interview at all times. 
As open-ended questions were used, 13 number of main 
questions were designed to elicit information from participants. 
 
The Pilot Test Methods 
With the purpose to conduct the pilot testing of this semi- 
structured interview, the researcher has put a lot of efforts in 
ensuring the important things related to it that include the 
participants, setting, research instrument, and three 
procedures of the interview session (1. pre-interview stage, 2. 
during the interview stage and 3. post-interview stage).  
 
The Participants  
There is no rules or the specific number for respondents in the 
qualitative method, however, the sample size is depended on 
some of these factors such as the purpose, usefulness, 
credibility, available time and resources as well as willingness 
of participants to participate in the interview  (Patton, 1990). 
But, the most important criterion in selecting the size of the 
participants is depending on the data collected whether it is 
saturated or not. Therefore, the target participants in this pilot 
test are three learners from English proficiency 1 course in 
Universiti Utara Malaysia. This signified that the participants 
were selected based on the purposive sampling and research 
objectives. Table 1 summarizes the demographic 
characteristics of the pilot test participants. 
 
Table 1 Demographic characteristics of participants. 
No. Pseudonym Age Gender Education 
1. Daniel 20 Boy Diploma 
2. Ming 21 Boy Matriculation 
3. Sha 20 Girl SPM 
 
The Setting  
To ensure that the interview session is effective, particularly 
one-on-one interviews, it is suggested to use the most 
conducive setting that can provide the most comfortable 
location and surrounding to the participant (Jacob & Furgerson, 
2012). When using an interview as a research tool, the setting 
must also be quiet, with less of background noise in order to 
have a clear recording data. Hence, for this reason, this 
interview session for this study was conducted in the available 
room during semester break.  
 
The Research Instrument 
The research instrument used in the pilot test was open-ended 
questions of semi-structured interview which allow the 
researcher to not strictly follow a formalised list of questions. 
The questions were based on the issue related to learners’ 
English proficiency and factors of learners’ satisfaction in the 
blended learning environment. Initially, the questions were 
adapted and modified from the literature reviews of these two 
theories; Transactional Distance Education (Moore, 1997) and 
Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989). The main idea of 
creating this pilot test interview questions were to seek for 
more information and explanation from the respondents on 
these components; blended learning (3 main questions), course 
structure (2 main questions), interaction (5 main questions), 
learner autonomy (2 main questions), perceived usefulness and 
perceived ease of use (2 main questions), participants’ 
suggestions and final thoughts on the topic of study (3 
questions). The researcher was then given the interview 
questions together with the cover letter explaining the 
significance of the study and feedback form to the panel experts 
to review the content of the instrument. The interview 
questions were arranged based on the panel experts’ comments 
and suggestions. At this point of the process, few amendments 
were made on the questions in terms of its language and 
sentence structure. Any unclear questions were rephrased by 
the interviewer in order to give clear understanding to the 
interviewees and at the same time elicit more information 
regarding this study. 
 
The Procedures 
The interview process involves three stages which is pre-
interview, during the interview and post-interview stage. The 
elaborations of semi-structured interview procedures in this 
study can be seen as follows: 
 
1) Pre-interview Stage 
Before the commencement of the interview session, the 
researcher decided who the participants are for this pilot test 
interview session and the interview structure to be used. Then, 
relevant interview questions are designed and formulated 
based on research objectives. The researcher arranged the 
interview session details; date, time and venue of the interview 
session with the respondents.  
 
2) During the Interview Stage  
During this interview stage, the researcher firstly, decided on 
the seating arrangement and the interview session opening that 
includes briefing and explanation of the interview session, 
process of interviewing the respondents and recording the data 
until the closing of the interview session. A good seating 
arrangement makes the respondents feel at ease and 
comfortable during the interview session. Once it is prepared, 
the researcher started by having an informal conversation 
(greetings, self-introduction from both interviewer and 
interviewee, and appropriate non-verbal communication such 
as a firm handshake, smile, and eye contact) before asking the 
interview questions. It is important to establish a good rapport 
with the respondents in order to have a smooth process of 
responses which aid them to communicate freely and willingly 
(Stacy A. Jacob & S. Paige Furgerson, 2012) which inadvertently 
create a feeling of trust between the interviewer and the 
interviewees. Then, the interviewer explained the research 
nature, purpose and the length of the interview session. To 
assure the confidentiality and voluntary of the interviewees, 
they were asked to read the instructions provided in the study 
and filled up the ‘consent to participate’ form. On top of that, the 
interviewer also gave special attention to the mode of dressing 
and appearance which inadvertently shows the maturity and 
professionalism of a researcher to the interviewees.  
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The researcher followed the interview protocol sequentially, 
with the used of probing techniques with the aim to elicit rich 
information, recording using a recorder and note-taking of the 
ideas revealed by the interviewees. The entire interview did not 
took no longer than 40 minutes to complete. Upon the closing 
stage of the interview, the researcher summarized the 
interview session and offer questions, suggestions or thoughts 
from the interviewees. The researcher also asked a clearing 
house question such as “Is there anything else that you would 
like to add before we close the session?” and “Do you have any 
final thoughts to add about this interview or any further 
comments to make?”. Finally, the researcher expressed her 
appreciation and pleasure to the interviewees for their goodwill 
and a token of appreciation is given to each of three 
interviewees.  
 
3) Post-Interview Stage 
In this stage, the data from the interview were transcribed 
verbatim, coded and themed according to the research 
objectives. Then, the researcher translated the Malay 
transcriptions to the English language before the data analysis 
is conducted. Due to the low proficiency of participants, the 
three semi-structured interviews were conducted in both 
languages; English and Malay, depending on the learners’ 
preferred language. Furthermore, the interview questions were 
also refined, rephrased and modified to be clearer to guide the 
researcher to conduct the actual interview later on. 
 
Findings and Discussions from the Pilot Test Interviews  
The pilot test interview has provide the opportunity to assist 
the researcher to clarify some questions to improve the 
interview protocol. It was found that this pilot test underlined 
some interesting points. In this study, there were three 
modifications made as a result of the pilot test. First, in terms of 
saturated data. The researcher identified that blended learning 
component questions were insufficient to answer the research 
objectives. Therefore, the number of questions from three has 
been added to six main questions in that particular component 
such as questions on participant’s understanding of blended 
learning, computer and internet skills as well as online 
programmes used by learners in learning English. As a result, to 
ensure the quality of interview data for the actual interview, the 
researcher decided to add these questions as important criteria 
to strive for more information and responses from the 
participants.  
 
Second, some changes were made in terms of language. The 
questions need to fine-tune to be explicit and clear for the 
participants’ to answer the interview questions. For instance, 
the original question on the course materials used in the 
blended learning environment has elicited different 
perspectives and explanations from the participants. Thus, the 
researcher amended the question to be specific with the use of 
face-to-face and online learning materials. This is because it was 
found that each participant tends to have different perceptions 
and conceptions about learning English in the blended learning 
approach. Moreover, some questions were rephrased and up-
to-date probes were made on the issues emerged during the 
pilot test. For example in question 1. Do you like to study in the 
blended learning environment? Why? Why not? Give reasons. 
Provide examples (probe questions were added to find out the 
participant’s real experience in learning using blended learning 
approach). Besides, another added probe question was made in 
question 11 in order to acquire better answers. Did you find the 
English materials on your own? Why? Why not? If yes, where 
did you obtain these English materials? (This question was 
amended to obtain information on how participants obtain 
their English materials). It was noticed that the initial question 
asked from the participant was to provide only ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ 
answer and did not given explanations to the question. Hence, a 
probe question was added to it.  
 
Lastly, the researcher also identified that the instructions given 
earlier during the beginning of the interview session, in the part 
of the involvement criteria of the participants, needs to be 
improved. Therefore, changes were made right after it to ensure 
that participants understand the procedure of the interview. 
Besides that, the pilot test also assisted to draw the researcher’s 
attention to the participants’ voices especially during the 
interview session. The researcher was aware that the recording 
needs to be clear in the state to aid during the process of 
transcribing. Therefore, two recording players were used in the 
interview. Furthermore, the researcher also paid attention to 
the duration of time taken to conduct each interview. As each 
interview session’s period time averaged approximately an 
hour, hence, this pilot test established that the instrument 




This pilot test was carried out to validate the semi-structured 
interviews that will be used later when conducting the actual 
interview research. There is a limitation in this pilot test as it 
involves a small number of participants which indicating that 
this research data collected was not saturated. Despite it 
involved small-scale pilot test, this study satisfies the 
requirement for validity and reliability in the qualitative 
method as it followed sequentially the pre-interview, during 
and post-interview protocol mentioned. The results obtained 
are adequate to conduct the actual interview semi-structured 
interview in the future. The most important key is this pilot test 
allows the researcher to practice beforehand on the interview 
techniques according to the three stages of the interview 
session. Nevertheless, it is hope that this paper would guide 
other researchers in the related field in conducting this 
qualitative type of research design.  
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